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T h e  
M a r i e l  B o a t l i f t
o f  
1 9 8 0 :
CONSEQUENCES OF A POLITICIZED 
IMMIGRATION POLICY
by Félix Masud-Piloto
As a response to the Cuban Revolution, 
and influenced by political tensions of 
the Cold War, in 1959, the United States 
Government created a policy tha t has 
g ive n  le g a l and il le g a l Cuban 
immigrants special treatment, benefits 
and political asylum upon arrival in the 
United States. That policy is in sharp 
contrast to  the strict regulations and 
almost automatic rejection faced by 
immigrants from  all other Latin 
American countries. In practice, the U.S. 
special immigration policy fo r Cubans 
exemplifies the contradictions and 
complexity o f political and economic 
issues tha t have guided United States 
immigration policy since the end o f the 
Second World War.
As a result o f its rigid ideological and 
highly politicized framework, United 
States immigration policy toward Cuba 
has at times resulted in unusual 
episodes w ith  deep and long lasting 
implications fo r U.S. foreign policy. One 
o f those episodes, the Mariel boa tlift o f 
1980, or freedom flotilla, as it was 
popularly known, resulted in the 
immigration to  the United States o f 
more than 125,000 Cubans, making it 
the largest uncontrolled migration in 
U.S. history.
The Mariel boatlift was preceded by a 
series o f events and incidents in Cuba 
and the U.S. tha t led to  the fast 
escalation o f a relatively small domestic 
incident in to  a major in ternational 
crisis. A series o f embassy invasions in
Havana and hijackings o f Cuban planes 
and vessels, the decline o f the Cuban 
economy, and pressures fo r emigration 
from  Cubans disaffected w ith  the 
Revolution, contributed to  the tensions 
tha t brought the multiple crises to  a 
head in the spring of 1980.
EMBASSY TAKEOVERS 
ANA T HE RIGHT  T O 
POLITICAL ASYLUM
On April 1, 1980, six Cubans in a bus 
crashed th rough the gate o f the 
Peruvian embassy in Havana amid a hail 
o f gunfire in which one Cuban guard 
was killed. The gatecrashers solicited 
and received political asylum from the 
Peruvian government. Cuba responded 
by increasing the number o f guards and 
barricades at the embassy gate and 
demanding tha t the gatecrashers be 
surrendered and tried fo r the death of 
Pedro Ortiz Cabrera, the Cuban soldier 
killed during the incident.1
The incident at the Peruvian embassy 
was not isolated or new. For months, 
Cubans trying to  leave the country had 
been breaking in to  Latin American 
embassies in Havana. In March 1980, 
Peruvian Ambassador Edgardo de 
Hasbish y Palacio was recalled to  Lima 
after sending away twelve Cubans who 
had sought asylum in his embassy. Up 
until the April 1 incident, twenty-five 
asylum seekers had forced the ir way
into the Peruvian embassy, fifteen into 
the Venezuelan embassy, and one into 
the Argentine embassy.2 The Cuban 
governm ent did not recognize the 
political asylum rights o f those people, 
because none of those who entered the 
embassies through the use o f force 
could prove political persecution, and 
thus did not meet the basic requirement 
fo r diplomatic asylum.3
The Peruvian governm ent refused 
repeated requests by Cuban authorities 
to  surrender the gatecrashers. Cuba 
then responded by w ithdraw ing all 
guards and barricades from  the 
embassy compound. In addition, Cuban 
state-run radio announced tha t anyone 
who wanted to  leave the country 
should go to  the Peruvian embassy. 
Neither the Cuban nor Peruvian 
governm ent was prepared fo r the 
spontaneous response to  the radio 
announcement. W ith in  seventy-two 
hours more than 10,000 people had 
crowded into the embassy grounds.4
The Cuban government explained its 
position and provided details about the 
guards' w ithdrawal on April 4 in a 
series o f articles in Granma, believe to  
have been w ritten by Castro himself. 
The articles alleged that the vast majority 
of those who rushed to  the embassy after 
the radio announcements were "scum, 
crim ina ls , lum pen, parasites, and 
antisocial elements" and tha t "none o f 
them  were subject to  politica l 
persecution nor were they in need o f
C A S T R O  C L A I M E D  T H E N  
T H A T  I F  T H E  U N I T E D  
S T A T E S  E X T E N D E D  I T S  
O P E N  I M M I G R A T I O N  
P O L I C Y  T O W A R D  C U B A  
T O  O T H E R  P O O R  L A T I N  
A M E R I C A N  C O U N T R I E S ,  
T H E Y  W O U L D  E M P T Y  
O U T  O V E R N I G H T .
t h e  s a c r e d  r i g h t  o f  d i p l o m a t i c  a s y l u m . " 5 
E v e n  s o ,  C u b a ' s  p o l i c y  w o u l d  b e  a s  
f o l l o w s :
1 . C u b a  i s  n o t  o p p o s e d  t o  h a v i n g  a l l  
t h o s e  w h o  s o  d e s i r e  t o  t r a v e l  l e g a l l y  
t o  V e n e z u e l a  a n d  P e r u  a s  l o n g  a s  t h e y  
o b t a i n  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  f r o m  t h o s e  
c o u n t r i e s .
2 .  N o r  d o e s  i t  o p p o s e  h a v i n g  t h e m  
t r a v e l  t o  o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  w i t h  t h e  
a u t h o r i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  
g o v e r n m e n t .
3 .  T h o s e  w h o  f o r c e d  t h e i r  w a y  i n t o  t h e  
e m b a s s i e s  w i l l  n o t  b e  a l l o w e d  t o  l e a v e .
4 . T h o s e  w h o  e n t e r e d  t h e  P e r u v i a n  
e m b a s s y  a f t e r  t h e  g u a r d s  w e r e  
r e m o v e d  a r e  n o t  c o n s i d e r e d  g u i l t y  o f  
f o r c e d  e n t r y  a n d  a r e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
a b s o l u t e l y  f r e e  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  
h o m e s  a n d  g o  i n  a n d  o u t  o f  t h e  
e m b a s s y  a s  o f t e n  a s  t h e y  w a n t .  T h e  
C u b a n  a u t h o r i t i e s  w i l l  n o t  t a k e  
m e a s u r e s  a g a i n s t  t h e m .  T h e y  c a n  g o  t o  
P e r u  o r  a n y  c o u n t r y  w h i c h  g i v e s  t h e m  
a  v i s a .  T h a t  i s  u p  t o  t h e m  a n d  t h e  
c o u n t r y  t h a t  w a n t s  t o  r e c e i v e  t h e m . 6
A s  f a r  a s  t h e  C u b a n  g o v e r n m e n t  w a s  
c o n c e r n e d ,  t h e  P e r u v i a n  e m b a s s y  a f f a i r  
c o u l d  b e  e a s i l y  s o l v e d  a s  s o o n  a s  P e r u  o r  
a n y  o t h e r  c o u n t r y  o r  c o u n t r i e s  a g r e e d  
t o  r e c e i v e  t h e  a s y l u m  s e e k e r s .  T o  c l a s s i f y  
a l l  t h o s e  w h o  w i s h e d  t o  l e a v e  C u b a  a s  
" s c u m "  a n d  " a n t i s o c i a l "  w a s  u n f a i r  a n d  
i n a c c u r a t e .  C u b a ' s  c l a i m ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  
t h e  m a i n  m o t i v a t i o n  f o r  t h e  c r o w d  a t  
t h e  P e r u v i a n  e m b a s s y  w a s  e c o n o m i c  
a n d  n o t  p o l i t i c a l  w a s  c e r t a i n l y  a c c u r a t e ,  
a n d  w o u l d  s o o n  b e  a c c e p t e d  b y  t h e  U . S .  
g o v e r n m e n t .
P e o p l e  w a n t e d  t o  l e a v e  C u b a  f o r  m a n y  
r e a s o n s .  C h i e f  a m o n g  t h e m  w e r e :  ( a )  
f a m i l y  r e u n i f i c a t i o n ;  w h e n  t h e  C u b a n  
a i r l i f t  w a s  s u s p e n d e d  i n  1 9 7 3 ,  t e n s  o f  
t h o u s a n d s  w e r e  w a i t i n g  t o  j o i n  t h e i r  
f a m i l i e s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  h a d  
b e e n  u n a b l e  t o  d o  s o  s i n c e ;  ( b )  
w e a r i n e s s  w i t h  t h e  s a c r i f i c e s  t h e  
r e v o l u t i o n  r e q u i r e d ,  a n d  d e s i r e  f o r  a  l e s s  
r e g i m e n t e d  l i f e  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ;  ( c )  
c o n s u m e r i s m ,  l o n g  g o n e  f r o m  C u b a ' s  
r e v o l u t i o n a r y  a u s t e r i t y ,  b u t  b r o u g h t  
b a c k  f o r  a  s h o r t  t i m e  d u r i n g  t h e  1 9 7 9  
d i a l o g u e ,  w h e n  C u b a n  e x i l e s  v i s i t e d  t h e  
i s l a n d  b r i n g i n g  e x p e n s i v e  g i f t s  a n d  
s u c c e s s  s t o r i e s  a b o u t  l i f e  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s ;  a n d  ( d )  p o l i t i c a l  d i s s i d e n c e .  M a n y  
h a d  b e e n  d i s a f f e c t e d  w i t h  t h e  
g o v e r n m e n t  f o r  y e a r s  a n d  p a t i e n t l y  
a w a i t e d  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  l e a v e . 7
T h e s e  e x p l a n a t i o n s  d i d  n o t  c o n v i n c e  
o b s e r v e r s  a n d  c o m m e n t a t o r s  o u t s i d e  
C u b a ,  w h o  a l m o s t  i n v a r i a b l y  c h o s e  t o  
i n t e r p r e t  t h e  e v e n t s  i n  s t r i c t l y  p o l i t i c a l  
t e r m s .  T o  t h e m ,  t h e  " H a v a n a  T e n  
T h o u s a n d , "  w a s  a  c l e a r  r e p u d i a t i o n  o f  
C a s t r o  a n d  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n .  C u b a n s  i n  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  r e a d  t h e  e m b a s s y  i n c i d e n t  
a s  t h e  f i r s t  s i g n s  o f  " o p e n  r e b e l l i o n "  
a g a i n s t  C a s t r o  a n d  t h e  " b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  
e n d "  f o r  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  g o v e r n m e n t .  
E x i l e  c o m m u n i t i e s  i n  M i a m i ,  N e w  Y o r k  
C i t y ,  U n i o n  C i t y ,  a n d  W a s h i n g t o n ,  D . C . ,  
s t a g e d  d e m o n s t r a t i o n s ,  r a l l i e s ,  a n d  m o n e y  
a n d  f o o d  d r i v e s  i n  s o l i d a r i t y  w i t h  t h e  t e n  
t h o u s a n d  a t  t h e  P e r u v i a n  e m b a s s y . 8
I n  a n  e d i t o r i a l  t i t l e d  " T h e  H a v a n a  T e n  
T h o u s a n d , "  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  T i m e s  
i n t e r p r e t e d  t h e  e m b a s s y  a f f a i r  a s  a  
" v e r d i c t  o n  C a s t r o i s m "  a n d  u r g e d  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  t o  u s e  i t  f o r  a n t i - C a s t r o  
p r o p a g a n d a  i n  t h e  C a r i b b e a n .  " I n
t h e i r  o w n  w a y ,  t h e  o n l y  f e a s i b l e  w a y ,  
t h e  H a v a n a  T e n  T h o u s a n d  a r e  
r e n d e r i n g  a  v e r d i c t  o n  C a s t r o i s m . . . .  
A m e r i c a n  d i p l o m a c y  o u g h t  t o  b e  
r e s o u r c e f u l  t o  s e e  t h a t  t h i s  v e r d i c t  i s  
a b s o r b e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  C a r i b b e a n ,  
a  r e g i o n  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  n e w  f o r m s  o f  
g o v e r n m e n t s . " 9 T h e  M i a m i  H e r a l d  
a l s o  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  r e p u d i a t i o n  
t h e s i s :  " T h o u s a n d s  o f  C u b a n s ,  
r e p r e s s e d  b y  m o r e  t h a n  2 1  y e a r s  o f  
C a s t r o ' s  C o m m u n i s t  r u l e  a n d  
d e s p e r a t e  f o r  a  c h a n c e  t o  l i v e  i n  
f r e e d o m ,  w e n t  t o  t h e  e m b a s s y . " 10
W h i l e  t h e  r h e t o r i c  o f  f r e e d o m  a n d  
d e m o c r a c y  f i l l e d  t h e  f r o n t  p a g e s ,  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  i n s i d e  t h e  P e r u v i a n  e m b a s s y  
k e p t  w o r s e n i n g ,  a n d  C a s t r o  p e r s o n a l l y  
g u a r a n t e e d  t h e  s a f e t y  o f  a l l  t h o s e  w h o  
w e n t  h o m e  u n t i l  e x i t  v i s a s  c o u l d  b e  
a r r a n g e d .  T o  t h e  s u r p r i s e  o f  t h o s e  w h o  
h a d  i n t e r p r e t e d  t h e  e m b a s s y  a f f a i r  a s  a  
s t a t e m e n t  a g a i n s t  C o m m u n i s t  
r e p r e s s i o n  a n d  C a s t r o ' s  d i c t a t o r s h i p ,  
s e v e r a l  t h o u s a n d  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  e m b a s s y  
a c c e p t e d  t h e  o f f e r .  A b o u t  3 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e  
r e c e i v e d  t e m p o r a r y  p a s s e s  t o  g o  h o m e ,  
7 4 7  d e c i d e d  t o  n o t  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  
e m b a s s y ;  a n o t h e r  3 , 1 8 7  r e c e i v e d  
p e r m a n e n t  p a s s e s  t o  s t a y  h o m e  a n d  
p a s s p o r t s  a n d  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  t o  l e a v e  
t h e  c o u n t r y . 11
T h e  u n u s u a l  a r r a n g e m e n t  b e t w e e n  
C a s t r o  t h e  " p e r s e c u t o r "  a n d  t h e  1 0 , 0 0 0  
" p e r s e c u t e d "  i n  t h e  e m b a s s y  p r o m p t e d  
s o m e  s e r i o u s  r é é v a l u a t i o n s .  T h e  U n i t e d  
N a t i o n s  H i g h  C o m m i s s i o n e r  f o r  
R e f u g e e s  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  p r o b l e m  w a s  n o t  
i n  h i s  j u r i s d i c t i o n  b e c a u s e  " s c r a m m e r s "  
w e r e  n o t  r e f u g e e s ,  t h e y  w e r e  j u s t  
p e o p l e  w a n t i n g  t o  e m i g r a t e .  T h i r d  
W o r l d  M a g a z i n e  j o u r n a l i s t  L u i s
R o d r i g u e z  d o s  S a n t o s  u n d e r l i n e d  t h e  
c o n t r a s t  b e t w e e n  t h o s e  t r y i n g  t o  l e a v e  
C u b a  a n d  t h o s e  t r y i n g  t o  e s c a p e  r i g h t -  
w i n g  m i l i t a r y  d i c t a t o r s h i p s  i n  L a t i n  
A m e r i c a .  " T h e  t h o u s a n d s  o f  L a t i n  
A m e r i c a n s  w h o  h a v e  h a d  t o  t a k e  s h e l t e r  
i n  e m b a s s i e s  t o  e s c a p e  t h e  c h a m b e r - o f -  
h o r r o r s  p e r s e c u t i o n s  o f  P i n o c h e t  V i d e l a  
a n d  t h e  U r u g u a y a n  g e n e r a l s  m u s t  h a v e  
s m i l e d  a t  s e e i n g  t h e s e  ' r e f u g e e s '  l e a v e  
t h e  e m b a s s y  a t  n i g h t f t o  s l e e p  c a l m l y  i n  
t h e i r  h o m e s  w h i l e  a w a i t i n g  e x i t  
d o c u m e n t s . " 12
E v e n  W i l l i a m  R .  L o n g ,  m a n a g i n g  e d i t o r  
o f  E l  M i a m i  H e r a l d ,  a r g u e d  t h a t  w h i l e  
t h e  H a v a n a  t e n  t h o u s a n d  w o u l d  h a v e  
g o n e  a n y w h e r e ,  P e r u  w a s  n o t  e x a c t l y  
w h e r e  t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  g o .  M o s t  w a n t e d  
t o  c o m e  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s :
P e r u  m a y  b e  f r e e  o f  t h e  C o m m u n i s t  
y o k e ,  b u t  i t ' s  n o  l a n d  o f  o p p o r t u n i t y .  
I t  i s  a  m i s e r a b l e  p o o r  c o u n t r y ,  w h e r e  
m i l l i o n s  l i v e  i n  s q u a l o r  a n d  h u n g e r  . . 
. . 1 8  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  w o r k  f o r c e  i s  
u n e m p l o y e d ,  a n d  4 7  p e r c e n t  i s  
u n d e r e m p l o y e d  . . .  . 7 2  o f  e v e r y  1 , 0 0 0  
P e r u v i a n  b a b i e s  l e s s  t h a n  a  y e a r  o l d  
d i e d ,  c o m p a r e d  t o  3 7  p e r  1 , 0 0 0  i n  
C u b a  . . . .  L i f e  i s  j u s t  a s  h a r d  i n  P e r u ,  
i n  d i f f e r e n t  b u t  n o  l e s s  v i t a l  w a y s .  I f  
t h e y  h a d  a  c h a n c e  t o  g e t  t o  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  1 0 , 0 0 0  P e r u v i a n s  a n d  
m o r e  w o u l d  b e  j u s t  a s  d e s p e r a t e  t o  
g o  a s  t h e  H a v a n a  t e n  t h o u s a n d . 13
I t  i s  i r o n i c  t h a t  L o n g ' s  a r t i c l e  
i n a d v e r t e n t l y  r e p e a t e d  C a s t r o ' s  o w n  
o b s e r v a t i o n s  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  
C a m a r i o c a  b o a t l i f t  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  e a r l i e r .  
C a s t r o  c l a i m e d  t h e n  t h a t  i f  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  e x t e n d e d  i t s  o p e n  i m m i g r a t i o n  
p o l i c y  t o w a r d  C u b a  t o  o t h e r  p o o r  L a t i n  
A m e r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s ,  t h e y  w o u l d  e m p t y  
o u t  o v e r n i g h t . 14 A s  f a r  a s  C a s t r o  w a s  
c o n c e r n e d ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  s t i l l  
p r a c t i c e d  a n  o p e n - d o o r  i m m i g r a t i o n  
p o l i c y  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  C u b a .  A l l  h e  h a d  
t o  d o  w a s  f i n d  a  w a y  t o  s e t  i t  i n  m o t i o n .  
N o  o t h e r  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  g o v e r n m e n t  
h a d  t h a t  o p t i o n .
A l m o s t  a  m o n t h  b e f o r e  t h e  P e r u v i a n  
e m b a s s y  i n c i d e n t ,  i n  a  s p e e c h  t o  t h e  
F e d e r a t i o n  o f  C u b a n  W o m e n ' s  t h i r d  
c o n g r e s s ,  C a s t r o  r a i s e d  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  
a  s e c o n d  C a m a r i o c a  b y  p u b l i c l y  
c r i t i c i z i n g  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  f o r  
e n c o u r a g i n g  i l l e g a l  d e p a r t u r e s  f r o m  
C u b a  b y  w a y  o f  h i j a c k i n g  b o a t s  t o  
F l o r i d a .  T h e  C u b a n  g o v e r n m e n t  f e l t  
t h a t  w h i l e  i t  h a d  r e s p o n d e d  t o  U . S .  
w i s h e s  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  s k y j a c k i n g s ,  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  h a d  n o t  r e s p o n d e d  t o  
t h e m  i n  k i n d  f o r  m a r i t i m e  h i j a c k i n g  o r
o t h e r  i l l e g a l  d e p a r t u r e s  f r o m  C u b a .  
C a s t r o  s t a t e d :
W e  h o p e  t h a t  t h e y  [ t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ]  
w i l l  a d o p t  m e a s u r e s  s o  t h e y  w i l l  n o t  
e n c o u r a g e  t h e  i l l e g a l  d e p a r t u r e s  f r o m  
t h e  c o u n t r y  b e c a u s e  w e  m i g h t  a l s o  
h a v e  t o  t a k e  o u r  o w n  m e a s u r e s .  W e
d i d  i t  o n c e ---------W e  w e r e  f o r c e d  t o  t a k e
m e a s u r e s  i n  t h i s  r e g a r d  o n c e .  W e  h a v e  
a l s o  w a r n e d  t h e m  o f  t h i s .  W e  o n c e  h a d  
t o  o p e n  t h e  C a m a r i o c a  p o r t .  . . . W e  
f e e l  i t  i s  p r o o f  o f  t h e  l a c k  o f  m a t u r i t y  
o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  G o v e r n m e n t  t o  
a g a i n  c r e a t e  s i m i l a r  s i t u a t i o n s . 15
C a s t r o ' s  p u b l i c  w a r n i n g  w a s  o n l y  t h e  
l a t e s t  i n  a  s e r i e s  o f  i n d i c a t i o n s  o f  h i s  
d e s i r e  t o  r e s u m e  n o r m a l  m i g r a t i o n  t o  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  
C u b a n  g o v e r n m e n t  h a d  p r i v a t e l y  
d i s c u s s e d  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  r e o p e n i n g  
C a m a r i o c a  m o n t h s  b e f o r e  t h e  e m b a s s y  
i n c i d e n t .  B o t h  C e n t r a l  I n t e l l i g e n c e  
A g e n c y  a n d  t h e  S t a t e  D e p a r t m e n t  w e r e  
w e l l - i n f o r m e d  a b o u t  C u b a ' s  p l a n s  a s  
e a r l y  a s  J a n u a r y  1 9 8 0 ,  t h r e e  m o n t h s  
b e f o r e  t h e  e m b a s s y  i n c i d e n t . 16 T h e  
e v i d e n c e  c l e a r l y  s h o w e d  t h a t  i f  t h e  
o p p o r t u n i t y  p r e s e n t e d  i t s e l f ,  C a s t r o  
w o u l d  n o t  h e s i t a t e  t o  l a u n c h  a n o t h e r  
m a s s i v e  m i g r a t i o n  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .
T h e  r u s h  o f  m o r e  t h a n  1 0 , 0 0 0  a s y l u m -  
s e e k i n g  C u b a n s  i n t o  t h e  P e r u v i a n  
e m b a s s y  w a s ,  i f  n o t h i n g  e l s e ,  a n  
e m b a r r a s s m e n t  t o  C a s t r o .  C a s t r o ,  
h o w e v e r ,  h a d  t u r n e d  b a d  s i t u a t i o n s  f o r  
t h e  b e t t e r  i n  t h e  p a s t  a n d  s o u g h t  t o  d o  i t  
a g a i n .  A f t e r  a l l ,  c o n d i t i o n s  w e r e  
g e n e r a l l y  i n  h i s  f a v o r .  T h e  e m b a s s y  
i n c i d e n t  d i d  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  a  s e r i o u s  
c h a l l e n g e  t o  h i s  p o w e r ,  a n d  h e  h a d  
p r o v e n  h i s  g o o d  f a i t h  i n  n e g o t i a t i o n s  
w i t h  t h e  C u b a n  e x i l e  c o m m u n i t y  b y  
r e l e a s i n g  p o l i t i c a l  p r i s o n e r s  a n d  a l l o w i n g  
e x i l e  v i s i t s  d u r i n g  1 9 7 8  a n d  1 9 7 9 .  M o s t  
i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e  U . S .  i m m i g r a t i o n  p o l i c y  
t o w a r d  C u b a  h a d  a l w a y s  o p e r a t e d  a t  t h e  
c r i s i s  l e v e l ,  a n d  p r e c e d e n t s  f o r  a  b o a t l i f t  
a n d  a i r l i f t  h a d  b e e n  e s t a b l i s h e d  a l m o s t  
f i f t e e n  y e a r s  e a r l i e r .
T H E  B O A T L I F T  B E G I N S
N a p o l e o n  V i l a b o a ,  a  B a y  o f  P i g s  v e t e r a n  
a n d  C o m m i t e e - o f - 7 5  m e m b e r ,  w a s  
v i s i t i n g  C u b a  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  
P e r u v i a n  e m b a s s y  i n c i d e n t .  U p o n  h i s  
r e t u r n  t o  M i a m i ,  V i l a b o a  a n d  a  g r o u p  o f  
f e l l o w  e x i l e s  d e c i d e d  t h a t  p e r h a p s  t h e y  
c o u l d  p e r s u a d e  t h e  C u b a n  g o v e r n m e n t  
t o  a l l o w  t h e m  t o  t r a n s p o r t  t h e  " H a v a n a  
t e n  t h o u s a n d "  t o  F l o r i d a .  T h e y  
o r g a n i z e d  a  f l o t i l l a  o f  f o r t y - t w o  
p r i v a t e l y  o w n e d  b o a t s  a n d  s e t  o u t  f o r
C u b a  l o a d e d  w i t h  m e d i c i n e s  a n d  f o o d  
f o r  t h e  w o u l d - b e  r e f u g e e s .  T o  t h e i r  
s u r p r i s e ,  t h e  C u b a n  g o v e r n m e n t  a g r e e d  
t o  o p e n  t h e  P o r t  o f  M a r i e l ,  n o t  o n l y  t o  
t h o s e  i n  t h e  P e r u v i a n  e m b a s s y ,  b u t  t o  
a n y o n e  w h o s e  r e l a t i v e s  i n  t h e  s t a t e s  
c a m e  t o  M a r i e l  t o  c l a i m  t h e m . 17
T h e  C u b a n  g o v e r n m e n t ' s  o f f i c i a l  
a n n o u n c e m e n t  o f  t h e  n e w  b o a t l i f t  s e n t  
s h o c k  w a v e s  t h r o u g h o u t  C u b a ,  C u b a n  
e x i l e  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  a n d  W a s h i n g t o n .  J u s t  
a  d a y  b e f o r e  t h e  a n n o u n c e m e n t ,  A p r i l  
1 9 ,  1 9 8 0 ,  a  m a s s i v e  d e m o n s t r a t i o n  o f  
m o r e  t h a n  a  m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  m a r c h e d  i n  
f r o n t  o f  t h e  P e r u v i a n  e m b a s s y  i n  H a v a n a  
t o  s h o w  s u p p o r t  f o r  C a s t r o  a n d  t h e  
r e v o l u t i o n .  T h o u s a n d s  o f  C u b a n  e x i l e s  
r u s h e d  t o  K e y  W e s t ,  F l o r i d a ,  t o  r e n t  o r  
b u y  e v e r y  a v a i l a b l e  v e s s e l  a n d  h e a d  f o r  
C u b a  t o  c l a i m  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s .  I n  
W a s h i n g t o n ,  P r e s i d e n t  C a r t e r  p o n d e r e d  
t h e  s i t u a t i o n  w i t h  s o m e  a p p r e h e n s i o n  
b u t  f i n a l l y  r e a c t e d  w i t h  a  p h r a s e  
b o r r o w e d  f r o m  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s :  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w o u l d  c o n t i n u a l l y  " p r o v i d e  
a n  o p e n  h e a r t  a n d  o p e n  a r m s  f o r  t h e  t e n s  
o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  r e f u g e e s  s e e k i n g  
f r e e d o m  f r o m  C o m m u n i s t  d o m i n a t i o n . " 18
C a r t e r ' s  " o p e n  h e a r t  a n d  o p e n  a r m s "  
r e m a r k s  w e r e  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  t h e  s i g n a l  t o  
p r o c e e d  w i t h  t h e  b o a t l i f t ,  a n d  w i t h i n  
h o u r s  h u n d r e d s  o f  b o a t s  j a m m e d  M a r i e l  
H a r b o r .  M o r e  t h a n  6 , 0 0 0  C u b a n s  a r r i v e d  
i n  K e y  W e s t  d u r i n g  t h e  f i r s t  w e e k  o f  t h e  
b o a t l i f t ,  a n d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  m o n t h  o f  
M a y ,  d a i l y  a r r i v a l s  a v e r a g e d  3 , 0 0 0  
p e r s o n s .  T h e  p r e s i d e n t  h a d  i n a d v e r t e n t l y  
c o m m i t t e d  a  s e r i o u s  b l u n d e r ,  s i n c e  h i s  
i n i t i a l  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  b o a t l i f t  h a d  b e e n  
t h a t  i t  w a s  i l l e g a l ,  a n d  a n y o n e  w h o  
p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  i t  w o u l d  b e  s u b j e c t  t o  
p r o s e c u t i o n .  F o r  t h e  m o m e n t ,  c o n f u s i o n  
r u l e d  a n d  t h e  b o a t l i f t  c o n t i n u e d .
B l a m e  f o r  t h e  c o n f u s i o n  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  
a s s i g n e d  w h o l l y  t o  P r e s i d e n t  C a r t e r .  
A f t e r  a l l ,  E i s e n h o w e r  a n d  J o h n s o n  h a d  
r e a c t e d  t h e  s a m e  w a y  t o  s i m i l a r  C u b a n  
r e f u g e e  c r i s e s  d u r i n g  t h e i r  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  h a d  c h a n g e d  s i n c e  t h e  
E i s e n h o w e r  a n d  J o h n s o n  e r a s .  U n d e r  t h e  
R e f u g e e  A c t  o f  M a r c h  1 9 8 0 ,  p a s s e d  o n l y  
f i v e  w e e k s  b e f o r e  M a r i e l ,  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  h a d  p l a c e d  a  y e a r l y  q u o t a  o f  
1 9 , 5 0 0  r e f u g e e s  f r o m  C u b a .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  
i n d i v i d u a l  c a s e  r e v i e w s  w e r e  r e q u i r e d  
b e f o r e  r e f u g e e  s t a t u s  w a s  g r a n t e d .  T h e  
l a w  d e f i n e d  r e f u g e e s  a s  p e o p l e  w h o  
w e r e  " u n a b l e  a n d  u n w i l l i n g "  t o  r e t u r n  
t o  t h e i r  h o m e l a n d  b e c a u s e  o f  p o l i t i c a l ,  
r a c i a l ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  o r  o t h e r  p e r s e c u t i o n . 19
T e c h n i c a l l y  a n d  l e g a l l y ,  t h e  C u b a n s  w e r e
simply undocumented aliens seeking 
asylum, not refugees.
The prospect of another massive Cuban 
migration to Florida alarmed state and 
federal officials and created a dilemma 
for them. For months Haitians coming 
into the state had been denied refugee 
status. If the federal government 
followed tradition and granted refugee 
status to the Cubans, it would 
seemingly have to do the same for the 
estimated 30,000 illegal Haitians in the 
state. Refugees status meant that all 
those eligible would qualify for federal 
aid. Thus, the status question could 
mean millions or billions of dollars, 
depending on the number of Mariel 
entrants, in state and federal spending. 
While Florida officials demanded 
federal action, the administration 
wavered and the boats kept coming.20
In an attempt to stem the tide of 
Cubans or at least to make the boatlift 
more orderly, the administration on 
May 14 made an offer to the Cuban 
government and reiterated the 
illegality of the boatlift to those 
participating in it:
We are prepared to start an airlift or 
a sealift immediately as soon as 
President Castro accepts this offer. 
Our government is chartering two 
large, seaworthy ships, which will go 
to Key West to stand by, ready to go 
to Cuba. To ensure a legal and 
orderly process, all people will have 
to be screened before departure from 
Cuba. . . . The Coast Guard is now 
communicating with vessels illegally 
en route to or from Cuba and those 
already in Mariel Harbor to tell them 
to return to the United States without 
taking Cubans on board. . . . We will 
do everything possible to stop these 
illegal trips to Cuba.21
The administration's proposal was 
almost immediately rejected. Boats 
piloted by Cuban exiles continued 
bringing "illegals" to Key West by the 
thousands, risking boat impoundment 
as well as a thousand-dollar fine per 
passenger upon arrival. Nearly 9,000 
Cubans arrived in Key West in the first 
two days following the administration's 
announcement. Castro responded with 
"the march of the fighting people," in 
which more than 5 million persons 
(more than half Cuba's population) 
participated. There were also pro-Cuba 
support marches in Costa Rica, Peru, 
Mexico, and Panama.22
Fidel Castro was determined to turn the 
Peruvian embassy incident and 
subsequent boatlift into a political victory 
for him through demonstrations of 
support and to embarrass President 
Carter through defiance. On May Day, 
before a crowd of one million, and with 
a number of Latin American heads of 
state in attendance, Castro defiantly told 
Carter that Mariel Harbor would remain 
open: "We are vigorously abiding by our 
slogan. "Anybody who wishes to go to 
any country where he is received, good 
riddance."23 He had cleverly turned the 
"escape from communism" line against 
its principal author. In addition, Castro 
told the United States that Cuba was 
willing to talk, not only about refugees 
but also about the U.S. economic 
embargo against Cuba, the naval base at 
Guantanamo, and U.S. spy flights over 
Cuba.24 In other words, if the United 
States wanted an orderly immigration, it 
would have to discuss other longstanding 
issues with Cuba. In the meantime, Cuba 
controlled the migration of Cubans to 
the United States.
Faced with defiance by the Cuban exiles 
and intransigence from Castro, the 
federal government was forced to cope 
with the Cuban influx the way it had in 
the past. On May 6, President Carter 
declared a state of emergency in Florida, 
and a tent city went up in the Orange 
Bowl Stadium in Miami to accommodate 
thousands of homeless Cubans. Another 
tent city was located under Miami's 
Interstate 95, and tens of thousands of 
refugees were flown to isolated military 
bases. Fort Chaffe, Arkansas, Eglin Air 
Force Base, Florida, Fort Indiantown 
Gap, Pennsylvania, and Fort McCoy, 
Wisconsin, became temporary home for 
thousands of Cubans waiting to be 
claimed by family, hoping for sponsors, 
or detained because of their criminal 
record in Cuba.25
The longer Cubans stayed in the 
processing centers, the more frustrated 
they became. They had come to the 
United States in the "freedom flotilla," 
but thousands were detained for 
months, and some were imprisoned for 
years for crimes committed in Cuba 
against Castro's government. Confused 
and frustrated about their plight, the 
d e t a i n e e s  s o m e t i m e s  r i o t e d ,  
demanding their immediate release.26
Nightly television news reports and 
daily newspaper accounts of violent 
confrontations between the Cubans 
and the National Guard, the escape of 
"known criminals" from the camps, and
the destruction and burning of federal 
property by the newly arrived refugees 
triggered a new wave of resentment 
and apprehension against them. A 
Gallup poll revealed that 59 percent of 
Americans believed the influx of Cubans 
was bad for the United States, while 
only 19 percent thought it was good.27
By early June 1980, the Mariel boatlift 
had turned into a major crisis for South 
Florida and the Carter administration. 
More than 80,000 Cubans had arrived 
illegally in Key West, and the end of the 
boatlift was nowhere in sight. In the 
meantime, the federal government 
grappled with the status question: Were 
the Cubans motivated by economic or 
p o l i t i c a l  r ea s o n s ?  The C a r t e r  
administration resisted granting refugee 
status to the Cubans by arguing that the 
new arrivals' motivations for leaving 
Cuba were more economic than political. 
"In general, their fear of persecution was 
derived from their own act of leaving 
Cuba, not necessarily that they had been 
persecuted by the government before 
leaving. Refugee status would reward 
illegal entry and set dangerous 
precedents for future migration; the 
Cubans were no more deserving of 
refugee status than the Haitians.28
The status question was temporarily 
settled on June 20 when the 
administration announced the creation 
of a new classification: "Cuban-Haitian 
entrant." Under this classification, the 
new entrants would be allowed to stay in 
the United States and could adjust their 
status to that of "permanent resident 
alien" after two years. Most importantly, 
the entrants would be eligible for 
medical services, supplemental income, 
and emergency assistance benefits, and 
state and local government would be 
reimbursed for 75 percent of the 
program's costs.29
The Cuban-Haitian classification 
defused the crisis for the Carter 
administration but failed to solve the 
long-term problems associated with a 
multiple refugee influx. In the short 
run, state and local governments were 
appeased with reimbursements, and a 
"dangerous precedent" for future 
immigrations was avoided. More 
significantly, the new classification 
broke with the traditional special 
treatment Cubans had received from 
the U.S. Government since 1959.
Before Mariel, Cubans wishing to 
immigrate to the United States enjoyed 
a special status in the eyes of
T h e  l o n g e r  C u b a n s  s t a y e d  i n  t h e  
p r o c e s s i n g  c e n t e r s ,  t h e  m o r e  
f r u s t r a t e d  t h e y  b e c a m e .  T h e y  h a d  
c o m e  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i n  t h e  
“ f r e e d o m  f l o t i l l a , ”  b u t  t h o u s a n d s  
w e r e  d e t a i n e d  f o r  m o n t h s ,  a n d  s o m e  
w e r e  i m p r i s o n e d  f o r  y e a r s  f o r  
c r i m e s  c o m m i t t e d  i n  C u b a  a g a i n s t  
C a s t r o ’ s  g o v e r n m e n t .  C o n f u s e d  a n d  
f r u s t r a t e d  a b o u t  t h e i r  p l i g h t ,  t h e  
d e t a i n e e s  s o m e t i m e s  r i o t e d ,  
d e m a n d i n g  t h e i r  i m m e d i a t e  r e l e a s e .
I m m i g r a t i o n  o f f i c i a l s .  T h a t  t h e y  w e r e  
c o m i n g  f r o m  C a s t r o ' s  C u b a  h a d  b e e n  
e n o u g h  t o  e a r n  t h e m  p o l i t i c a l  r e f u g e e  
s t a t u s ,  a  p r e f e r e n c e  g r a n t e d  t o  n o  o t h e r  
L a t i n  A m e r i c a n :
T h e  a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  
G o v e r n m e n t  i n  t r e a t i n g  t h e  C u b a n s  
d i f f e r e n t l y  a f t e r  1 9 5 9  l e d  s o c i a l  
o b s e r v e r s  t o  p r e s u m e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  
i n d i v i d u a l  m o t i v a t i o n .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  
t h e  " p o l i t i c a l "  r o o t s  o f  m i g r a t i o n  
f l o w s  h a s  c o m e  t o  m e a n  t h o s e  f r o m  
c o u n t r i e s  t h a t  o p p o s e  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s .  S i m i l a r  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s  i n  
C a r i b b e a n  c o u n t r i e s  t h a t  s u p p o r t  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a r e  v i r t u a l l y  i g n o r e d  a s  
p r o d u c e r s  o f  " p o l i t i c a l "  r e f u g e e s .  
M a r i e l  e m e r g e s  a s  a  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  t o  
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A l l  i m a g e s  w e r e  p r o v i d e d  b y  E r n e s t o  
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